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NetScout Elevates Network Monitoring  
Switch Offerings with nGenius 3900 Series

Event
In January 2013 NetScout Systems, Inc. launched the nGenius 3900 series packet flow switch line of 
network monitoring switch solutions, marking the completion of the company’s acquisition of ONPATH 
Technologies, and representing an aggressive move to take a leadership position in the network monitoring 
switch marketplace. At the time of its introduction, the nGenius 3900 series packet flow switch was 
available in single-slot and three-slot versions, with a twelve-slot configuration due to follow shortly, and 
represented the most scalable and flexible offerings in the market for chassis-based network monitoring 
switches. 

Context
The network monitoring switch marketplace has been evolving rapidly over the past several years, in 
response to two primary driving factors. The first is the continuous and unending growth of networking 
bandwidth, and the fact that packet-based network monitoring and security instrumentation for high-speed 
networks such as 10G Ethernet is much more expensive than those designed for lower speed networks. The 
second driver is a steadily increasing appetite for packet-inspection monitoring and security solutions, 
which creates a need for sharing packet streams for analysis. Sharing packet streams is necessary due to 
technical limitations within network equipment, limiting SPAN/Port Mirror sessions to no more than two 
at any one time. ENTERPRISE MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATES® (EMA™) research indicates that the 
majority of enterprises now commonly employ between two and three packet analysis technology solutions 
in parallel, so the SPAN limit is already creating a practical barrier to operations.

Combined, these two drivers have created a compelling business case for solutions that provide access 
to packet streams for analysis. Historically, this has been provided using a combination of simple taps, 
aggregation taps, and layer 1 matrix switches. But as data rates increase and the need to focus on specific 
flows for specific purposes also increases, requirements are evolving to include more advanced handling 
and manipulation of packet streams before handing off to monitoring and analysis tools. Features such as 
packet splicing, filtering, header stripping, and port stamping are now considered basic requirements for 
this newer generation of monitoring access devices, known commonly as network monitoring switches.

A number of technology vendors offer network monitoring switch solutions today. Most have been in 
the packet access sector for long periods of time, such as Net Optics, Gigamon, and APCON. Others 
are relatively more recent arrivals, such as Ixia (Anue), VSS Monitoring, and cPacket. Most all of these 
vendors, both new and old, have experienced tremendous sales growth as the demand for network 
monitoring switches ramps. This fact, combined with the naturally interdependent relationship between 
network monitoring switches and the monitoring and analysis tools that they are designed to support, 
has led to significant consolidation of ownership. Within the past year, VSS Monitoring and Anue were 
acquired by larger companies (Danaher/Tektronix and Ixia, respectively) and Gigamon has laid plans to 
go public. Net Optics, on the other hand, decided to expand its own hand by acquiring and launching 
monitoring and analysis technology to complement its packet access solutions. 

NetScout, long the market leader in packet-based, application-aware network performance monitoring 
solutions, made the strategic decision in 2011 to join this market as well, acquiring Simena in November 
of 2011 and ONPATH Technologies in November of 2012. With these two acquisitions, NetScout put 
itself in position to address the full range of network monitoring switch needs within the enterprise and 
service provider sectors, and also cemented itself as a significant player in this fast-growing field.
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NetScout nGenius 3900 Series Packet Flow Switch
NetScout’s announcement of the nGenius 3900 series packet flow switch is more than simply a rebranding 
of the products brought into its fold via the acquisition of ONPATH Technologies. Rather, the nGenius 
3900 series switch represents an aggressive, market-leading new product push that can rightly boast a 
number of industry firsts. To start, the solution uses a top notch backplane 
that can handle up to 11Tbps of aggregate throughput combined with a 
redundant, 3-stage mid-plane switching fabric, providing massive throughput 
for any-to-any, many-to-any, or any-to-many port path configurations. At 
the time of launch, NetScout claimed that the solution provided twice the 
total capacity of any other network monitoring switch product in the market. 
Performance has been designed in from the start, resulting in port-to-port 
latencies of 600 nanoseconds on any individual blade. 

A couple other key aspects of the solution that are truly unique and differential include:

•	 Each and every line card is identical and fully functional, offering all advanced features on every port. 
This means that there is no need to buy special function modules to get filtering, stamping, splicing, 
or packet manipulation features – they are supported in hardware for every port in the chassis. It also 
means that advanced features can be applied to any port in the solution, rather than having to restrict 
advanced features based on capacity of add-on modules.

•	 The licensing approach allows activating the solution on a port-by-port basis, allowing a true pay-
as-you-grow cost model. This also simplifies buying and deploying the solution – no need to piece-
part blades to achieve optimal size/price and then have to reconfigure to accommodate subsequent 
growth. 

•	 The solution has already been verified to support full line rate switching for 10G and 40G, and has 
the internal design capacity to support 100G with the addition of new interface modules that will 
interoperate with all existing modules.

The nGenius 3900 series packet flow switch includes an intuitive, graphical provisioning and administration 
utility embedded within each system. For larger deployments, the full solution is also supported by 
a large-scale graphical/intuitive multi-chassis management platform called nGenius PFS Management 
software, providing an end-to-end means for centralized inventory management, provisioning across 
multiple, geographically distributed chassis, and monitoring/troubleshooting of large, distributed 
network monitoring fabrics.

EMA Perspective
Network monitoring switches are here to stay. Since their primary purpose is to serve as an intermediary 
between ever-growing, ever-faster networks and an increasingly essential monitoring and security tools 
architecture, demand for advanced, cost-effective solutions will continue to increase. The network 
monitoring switch sector is also ripe for a move towards mature, robust architectures that work in much 
the same way as the networks they are used to monitor. NetScout is showing such focus with the nGenius 
3900 series packet flow switch, combining a high-end backplane and mid-plane switching architecture 
with the simple modularity of a unified blade that can be flexibly configured and licensed on a port-
by-port basis. Combined with the nGenius 1500 packet flow switch, NetScout’s fixed configuration 
offering targeting lower density 1GbE and 10GbE deployments, the addition of the nGenius 3900 series 
switch results in a broad solution that spans the vast majority of potential monitoring fabric needs, from 
regional/remote sites to high density datacenter environments of both enterprises and service providers. 
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series packet flow switch

About EMA 
Founded in 1996, Enterprise Management Associates (EMA) is a leading industry analyst firm that provides deep insight across the full 
spectrum of IT and data management technologies. EMA analysts leverage a unique combination of practical experience, insight into 
industry best practices, and in-depth knowledge of current and planned vendor solutions to help its clients achieve their goals. Learn 
more about EMA research, analysis, and consulting services for enterprise line of business users, IT professionals and IT vendors at  
www.enterprisemanagement.com or blogs.enterprisemanagement.com. You can also follow EMA on Twitter or Facebook. 2614.020113

http://www.enterprisemanagement.com/
http://www.enterprisemanagement.com/
http://www.enterprisemanagement.com
http://blogs.enterprisemanagement.com
http://twitter.com/ema_research
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Enterprise-Management-Associates-EMA/232626436757941

